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Rodger: A Diminishment of Being

A Diminishment
of Being
Shelby Rodger

O

ne summer during the hottest week of the year, I learned about a phenomenon
called “intimate immensity.” I was studying film and media in Birmingham,
England, when a PhD student lecturer asked my class if we’ve ever been able
to describe that feeling we get when we’re in a new, exciting place, or at a concert, or
with someone we love. That sensation of warmth that takes over our bodies and can even
make us cry, gasp, or shake uncontrollably.
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line and arrived in Kensington. We rode up
the escalator and stepped outside. My first
glimpse of London. A gentle rain falling
from the clouds, brick alleyways, a bright
red bus. Such a seemingly small moment,
and yet my mind still leaped back to our
lecture from the week before. Was this “intimate immensity”?
Over a year later, I was back in Syracuse,
New York—a stark contrast from the excitement of Europe, but a place whose sentimental value can never be beat.
One of my housemates made the discovery
early in the school year that the screens of our
windows could easily be pushed up. I came
home from a jog one evening to find them
all sitting on the roof that jutted out over our
front door. I first laughed in shock, and then
immediately ran up the stairs to join them.
We sat there for hours and watched as the
sky turned from blue, to purple, to deep violet,
and then to black. Stars appeared one by one.
The power lines ran right across the moon
and swayed with the wind. People going out
for the night walked by on the sidewalk below
us. One group even shouted up and waved.
I remember looking over at my roommates
as they sang along to whatever song was playing from inside the house. A warmth melted
inside my chest and leaked through my ribs
to the rest of my limbs, finally making its way
to the tips of my fingers and toes. I thought
to myself how odd it is that the phenomenon
of intimate immensity can manifest itself in so
many ways.
From concerts and music, to new places,
to rushes of adrenaline, to dancing, and then
to simply sitting with friends—the one emotion that strings together the most important
parts of our lives.
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My pen moved across my notebook
with agility. “Intimate Immensity: two
kinds of space. Intimacy, and the world.
They blend together. The collision of outside and inside creates an ecstatic state of
being—its grandeur opening up spaces of
equal grandeur within.”
“Diminishment of Being: finding the
whole world too much, our preconceived
notions contravened, our values challenged
by an overwhelming body of evidence to
the contrary.”
She told us how this idea comes from
the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard.
There’s one thought he wrote down when
he was alive that I still think about: “Daydream transports the dreamer outside the
immediate world to a world that bears the
mark of infinity.”
I walked across campus after that lecture
with a smile on my face. Finally, a phrase that
defines a phenomenon I have experienced so
many times before. My favorite feeling in
the world—the sensation that every person
chases whether they realize it or not.
One week later, I found myself staring out
the window of a train on its way to Euston Station in London. Even in July, I still saw little
plumes of smoke swirling out the tops of some
of the brick chimneys that passed by me.
Our train pulled in and let us out at
Euston’s Underground stop. My emotions
blurred together until I could no longer
tell how I really felt. London had been my
dream since I was in middle school. A place
I had never been to, yet somehow it drew
me in as if there was a string connecting us
together—a string that existed even when I
was all the way across the Atlantic Ocean.
My friends and I got on the Victoria
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